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Leviticus 21
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The Lord said to Moses: Speak to the
priests, the sons of Aaron, and say to
them: None shall defile himself for
any [dead] person among his kin,
2except for the relatives (iNxv) that
are closest to him: his mother, his
father, his son, his daughter, and his
brother; 3also for a virgin sister, close
to him because she has not married,
for her he may defile himself. 4 7ya
I'aya shall not defile himself, and so
profane himself.
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NIV: He must not make himself unclean for people related to him by
marriage, and so defile himself [or “unclean as a leader among his people”].

ERV (=Easy-to Read Version): But a priest must not make himself unclean if
the dead person was only one of his slaves.

KJV: But he shall not defile himself, being a chief man among his people, to
profane himself.

Old JPS (1917): He shall not defile himself, being a chief man among his
people, to profane himself.

NJPS: But he shall not defile himself as a kinsman by marriage, and so
profane himself.

RSV: But he shall not defile himself as a husband among his people, and so
profane himself.



Sifra, Emor | (Lev. 21)

“[None shall defile himself for any
'R, IR 2NN MKW DX D" dead person among his kin,]
MWKR XYX Nxw  €xcept for NXY“: INNY means his
wife.



Maimonides, Evel, chapter 2

,IN PT [N'72Y 72R8NNT 2N DTRY 17X X DN
DNQTALLI'TARA ININNI AN DAL DY AN NN
INWX 7V U'NN 72RN'Y

[NI2N "INW--72X NIXN NIIMN Nnd :1 a7
[NN'Y POYN'Y T ,1"ANP 11910 NRNION 17 N'NT)
2NN NRWT7 DR D" mMNaY Ny 7aRn

(22,80 XAR') "NnOT AT L L L ARTEINRT IR
INIX |'RNVN ,XNV'N7 DX X7 DXY--NYY NIXN
1NN 72

12'KI INTD 7V N7 NnoONN [ND W MWK T Nd'n
.D"M910 NIQTN X7X N7 KNLN

1. These are the relatives for whom a person
must mourn according to Torah law: mother,
father, son, daughter, and a fraternal brother or
sister. Following rabbinic law, a man must also
mourn for his wife.

6. See how stringent the mitzvah of mourning
is! For the prohibition against ritual impurity is
superseded so that a priest can tend to his
relatives' burial and mourn for them. ... [He
qguotes our verses.] This is a positive
commandment; if he does not desire to become
meurl?, we force him to become impure against
is will.

7. A priest must defile himself for his wife (i.e.
attend her funeral) even against his will. The
Ioasi]s for this rule is rabbinic [i.e. it is not Torah
aw].


https://www.mechon-mamre.org/i/t/t0321.htm

Kesef Mishneh commentary on Maimonides
(Rabbi Joseph Karo, 1488-1575)
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Should you ask: since Maimonides
feels that we derive the list of the
relatives for whom we mourn from
the laws about which relatives a
kohen attends their funeral, and
about attending a funeral “wife” is
written in the Torah, as it is written
INNY7 ... and so the rule about a
kohen attending his wife’s funeral
certainly is Torah law . .. So why
does Maimonides write that,
according to Torah law, he does not
mourn for his wife?



Kesef Mishneh commentary on Maimonides
(cont.)
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Perhaps we can answer that
Maimonides is consistent with his
approach that that rules that are
not entirely explicit in the Torah
are categorized as divrei soferim.
[A kohen mourning for] his wife is
not explicit in the Torah, for the
word iNXY does not have to be
interpreted as “his wife.” Onkelos,
for example, translated it as
meaning Nn'aMp, his relative.



Rashi (1040-1105)
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INNWY7: [The expression iNXY] “his
relative” refers only to his wife.

A husband shall not defile
himself for [a wife who causes]
his desecration, [while she is]
among his people: He may not
defile himself for his [deceased]
wife who was unfit for him, and by
whom he was desecrated while
she was with him.



Rashi (cont.)
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And this is the peshat [!] of the
verse: “A husband shall not defile
himself” for his wife while she is
“among his people,” i.e., while she
has [non- kohen] relatives who can
attend to her burial. She is then not
under the category of an unattended
deceased. And what “wife” are we
dealing with here? [With a wife]
“through whom he becomes
desecrated (i7nn07),” i.e., [because
she was unfit to marry him,] he
subsequently becomes desecrated
from his kehunah.



Abraham lbn Ezra (1089/1092-1164/1167)
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It used to seem to us [or “it would
have seemed to us”] that the phrase,
“except for a close relative (INXW),” is
a general statement followed by a
list of details: mother, father.... And
that the meaning of I'ya 7y2, in
verse 4, is that a kohen should not
defile himself when his wife dies.

But when we saw that the rabbis
passed on the tradition that a kohen
does defile himself for his wife.... The
first interpretation is cancelled.



lbn Ezra’s Introduction to the second version
of his Torah commentary
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Following the peshat, the word
INVY could not refer to a wife, for
it is written (Lev 18:6): None of
you shall come near anyone of his
own flesh (iNWa IXY) to uncover
nakedness.



Rashbam (c. 1080 — c. 1165)
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NO 7va FROM THE COMPANY [OF
PRIESTS] SHALL DEFILE HIMSELF: No
husband from the company of priests
shall defile himself by [becoming
impure through contact with the dead
body of] his wife, 1'7nn7—for that would
render him unfit for the priesthood.

But according to the rabbis, [the verse
means that] he should not defile
himself by [hbecoming impure through
contact with the dead body of] his unfit
or disqualified wife. But he ma?/1 defile
himself by [hbecoming impure through
contact with the dead body of] his
legitimate wife.



s My Spouse My
Relative?




Sophocles, Antigone

But now, Polyneices,

this is my reward for covering your corpse.
However, for wise people | was right

to honour you. I'd never have done it

for children of my own, not as their mother,
nor for a dead husband lying in decay—

no, not in defiance of the citizens.

What law do | appeal to, claiming this?



Sophocles, Antigone (cont.)

If my husband died, there’d be another one,
and if | were to lose a child of mine

I’”d have another with some other man.

But since my father and my mother, too,
are hidden away in Hades’ house,

I’ll never have another living brother.

That was the law | used to honour you.



Song of Songs 5:1

RSV: | come to my garden, my
sister, my bride,

95 TN 719 NN The Living Bible: | am here in my
o 7 7 77 garden, my darling, my bride!

NJPS: | have come to my garden,
My own, my bride



Rabbi Yosef Bekhor Shor (late 12t century)
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Our rabbis said: INX¥ means his
wife. So one can also see at the end
of the section...

Also, the verse says [He shall make
himself unclean] “for h|s virgin sister
who has no husband.” So, it she has
a husband, [her brother] does not
make himself unclean. Rather her
husband—even if he is a kohen—
buries her and becomes unclean. So
it is written [about husbands and
wives], “they shall become one
flesh” (Gen :24); there is no kinship
relationship closer than that.



Torah Temimah
(Rabbi Baruch Halevi Epstein, 1860-1941)
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Many struggled to interpret this midrash
[INXW means his wife]. To me, the
explanation is simple. Since we have found
that the Torah often uses the word WXV to
refer to a family relationship between
people . .. and since here it writes “to his
XY that is closest to him” we interpret this
as a reference to his wife, since, following
the custom of the world and the ways of
modesty, there is no relationship as close as
that of husband and wife. All those who
had difficulty understanding this midrash
made the mistake of thinking that the
Talmud was saying that INXW really means
his wife. That is not the case. ... Think
this through and then all will become clear.



Torah Temimah (cont.)
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In the Laws of Mourning (2:2)
Maimonides ruled that the fact that
a kohen attends his wife’s funeral is a
rabbinic law. He thinks that the
midrash “INXW means his wife” is just
an asmakhta. It seems that he
understands that the word NXw is an
introduction to the list of relatives
that is enumerated after that. . ..
There is much to say about this
approach of his; nevertheless, it is
not impossible that he understands
the language of the biblical verse in
the way that | explained.



